FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
on its own hearth, were for use only when there was a great
pilgrimage or when some devout person offered to treat the
entire monastery to a bowl of tea. On the wall hung rows of
wooden buckets bound with tin. They were used to carry
round the tea.
In a chapel near-by was an enormous cylinder over-
charged with ornament. With what looked like an air of
pride, a fat peasant man effortlessly set it in motion. It was a
prayer-wheel. Inside these prayer-wheels endless litanies are
inscribed on rolls of paper. Similar machines were to be
found in every corner of the monastery. In some places there
were whole batteries of them, revolving tirelessly, sending the
supplications of the faithful up to the gods.
And then suddenly, without any preparation, without
passing through any monumental entrance, we found our-
selves in a narrow forecourt, facing the holiest of all the
pagodas. And growing there was a slip from the miraculous
tree of the Buddhist images.* But it was winter and the tree
was bare. The pagoda is in the Chinese style, low, with roofs
turned up at the corners. A gallery, with pillars hung with
yellow embroidery, and with a floor of polished wood, runs
along the entire fagade. When we arrived, some ten of the
faithful—skirted lamas and simple pilgrims—were there,
throwing themselves down on their stomachs, rising to their
knees, standing up, kneeling and throwing themselves on
their stomachs again. This ritual, during the performance of
which the hands are covered with felt pads so that the palms
may slide easily along the wood, has been observed for so
many centuries that the polished floor is hollowed with deep
grooves. I passed amongst the worshippers and pushed open
the door of the sanctuary. A ray of light struck the gilded
face of a great Buddha in wood, enthroned on top of the
* It is said that the mysterious image is also visible on the trunk ol the
tree, produced perhaps by an injection made in the bark.
62

